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TYRANNY, ANARKHIA, AND THE 
PROBLEMS OF THE BOULE IN 
THE ORESTEIA
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In 462/1 B.C. the Council on the Areopagus, we are informed, was
stripped of most of its political power and left primarily as a homicide
court.'*' Later in the same year Athens revoked her alliance with Sparta
and formed a new alliance with Argos, Sparta's main rival in the Pelopon-
2nese. The initiative for both of these moves came from the democratic
faction under the leadership of Ephialtes and Pericles.^ Although many of
the details surrounding these events still remain unclear, there is no
doubt that "party" feelings ran high. Cimon, the conservative statesman,
who had supported Athens' alliance with Sparta and had upheld the authori-
4ty of the Areopagus, was ostracized, and Ephialtes was assassinated. It 
was, to use the words of Sir Richard Livingstone, "the greatest domestic 
struggle that Athens was to know for sixty years.
What has added spice to our curiosity about this historical era is 
that in the Eumenides, performed in 458 B.C., Aeschylus seems to make sev­
eral allusions to these events, apparently beyond the strict requirements 
of the plot of a play that deals with the consequences of Orestes' murder 
of his mother. References are made on three occasions to an Argive alli­
ance (289-91; 670-4; 762-74); Athena establishes the court of the Areopa­
gus to try Orestes for matricide (483-4), an institution which is designed 
to serve as a vigilant guardian of the land (704-6; cf. also, 683 ff.); 
in addition, the Athenians are advised to avoid the extremes of anarchy
47
and despotism (526-8; 696-8), and pleas are uttered against civil war (858- 
66; 976-87) .
In recent years there has been a considerable amount of discussion
about the precise significance of these political allusions and Aeschylus'
6attitude to the events that took place. Although different opinions have 
been expressed it is often accepted that it is only in the last play of 
the Oresteia that these contemporary political issues come to the fore.
On this point two of the most eminent critics are agreed. As Sir Kenneth 
Dover writes, "Of one thing, however, we may be sure. When Eumenides be­
gins no spectator, unless he is a very frivolous spectator, is thinking
7about politics." And in similar fashion Professor Dodds has stated, "the 
political implications of the Oresteia begin to force themselves on the
g
reader's attention only in the scenes at Athens." It is not my intention 
in this paper to give simply one more detailed treatment of all of the 
political problems that arise out of the Eumenides, but rather to question 
the assumption of Dover and Dodds that the discussion of this aspect of 
the trilogy can largely be confined to a discussion of the Eumenides. In 
fact, what I shall argue is that Aeschylus has deliberately structured the 
other two plays of the trilogy in such an overtly political way that the 
original audience would have already donned its political thinking cap 
before the Eumenides began. I shall also argue that the political aspects 
of the Eumenides are in a very real way connected with the dramatic issues 
of the first two plays.
That Aeschylus intended to impose a political framework on the myth 
is evidenced by his situating the house of the Atreidae at Argos rather
9than at Mycenae or Sparta. So much, at least, is generally recognized.
What has been given less emphasis is that each play of the trilogy is set 
against the background of a different form of government. In the Agamemnon 
it is kingship; in the Choephori it is tyranny; in the Eumenides it is, by 
implication at least, a form of democracy.'*'0 The contrast between Agamem­
non's kingship and Aegisthus' tyranny is drawn in simple but unmistakable 
terms. Agamemnon's power derives from Zeus (Ag. 42-4; Eum. 626); he is a 
basileus (Ag. 114; 521; 783; 1346; 1489; 1513) and, in so far as the dra­
matic action permits, he rules in a constitutional manner (844-50). On 
the other hand, Aegisthus is never referred to as a basileus; he is either
referred to in terms of a turannos (Ag. 1633; Ch. 973) or in more general 
terms suggestive of power.Aristotle provides us with a succinct distinc­
tion between kingship and tyranny: "Monarchy exists, as the name suggests,
where one man is lord over all; if it operates within a certain framework,
12it is kingship; if it is not subject to any limitations, it is tyranny." 
Although the verbal indications in the Oresteia do not amount to very much 
in themselves, nevertheless on this point they are clear and explicit.
Kingship was no longer a live political issue at Athens in the fifth 
century B.C. As a form of government it had long since been superseded. 
Tyranny, however, was still very much a live issue. Aeschylus, as a young 
man, had witnessed the expulsion of the tyrant, Hippias, from Athens in 
510 B.C., but a threat of Hippias' restoration still existed in 490 B.C. 
during the first Persian campaign.13 In celebration of the overthrow of 
tyranny bronze statues were erected in honour of Harmodius and Aristogiton 
as tyrannicides and, when the original monument was removed by Xerxes dur­
ing the invasion of 480 B.C., a new monument was erected shortly after-
14wards. Throughout the Athenian literature of the fifth century B.C.
there was expressed a strong antipathy towards tyranny, which influenced
later discussion about the nature of government.'''5
This antipathetic tradition finds its earliest expression in the 
16Agamemnon, where it is first brought to the audience's attention during 
the murder-scene, when the Chorus of Elders hears the death-cries of the 
king. "T'is plain to see, for these are the preliminary indications, that 
they plan to establish a tyranny over the city," one member of the Chorus 
exclaims (1354-5).17 A few lines later another member cries: "It is into­
lerable and death is to be preferred, for it is a milder fate than tyranny" 
(1364-5). These lines have a distinctly contemporary ring, for as Schnei- 
dewin once commented on line 1355, "Aeschylus transfers situations and
ideas of the historical period to the heroic age, just as the dictum in
10[line] 1365 betrays the Athenian of the post-Persian-war period."
The scene (1343-71) in which these references to tyranny appear has
caused a considerable amount of perplexity to modern interpreters and has
19even been the subject of ridicule. Why does Aeschylus make the Chorus 
stand around and debate instead of making it take some positive action, 
when it hears the death-cries of the king? No convincing explanation has
been given, but the clue to the correct interpretation of the scene is 
to be found in the language of the Chorus of which the references to tyr­
anny form an important element. Each member of the Chorus expresses his
21own opinion in a distich, twelve in all. In fact, what the Chorus does 
is to conduct a debate in a very orderly "democratic" fashion, so that 
each member is allowed equal time to state his own point of view.
The language of an orderly constitutional procedure runs through 
their words. Emphasis is placed upon sharing opinion, proposing motions, 
casting votes and making proclamations to the citizens of Argos: κουνω- 
σώμεθ’ ήν πως άσφαλη βουλευματ' ή (1347, "Let us take counsel together to 
see if in some way there may be some safe resolutions"). The notion of 
koinômai is picked up later in 1352 by the phrase, κάγω τοιουτου γνώματος 
κοινωνος cKv ("Since I share such an opinion"); likewise, the notion of 
bouleumata is reiterated at 1358 by boules ("plan/counsel"), and at 1359 
by to bouleusai ("deliberation"). ΰμΐν τήν έμήν γνώμην λέγω,/πρός δωμα 
δεΰρ' άστοΐσι. κηρύσσει.ν βοήν (1348-9, "I tell you my proposal: issue a 
proclamation to the citizens to bring help here to the house"). The 
phrase gnômên lego, which is reinforced by gnomatos (1352), is a regular
phrase for proposing a motion in a council or an assembly or for expressing
22 * ~  an opinion in a law-court. ψηφίζομαι, το δραν τι. (1353, "I vote for some
course of action"): in similar fashion the psêphos ("vote") is an impor­
tant instrument of a council, assembly and law-court; it forms the main
component of "democratic" procedure. It is worth noting that this word
23will be used frequently in the Eumenides, where there will be twelve 
votes cast, an identical number of votes as the Chorus here expresses 
opinions.
Up until this point of the Agamemnon the Chorus has brooded deeply
about the events of the past and has given voice, whether consciously or
24unconsciously, to fears for the future. With the death of the king the 
role of the Chorus undergoes a change, for it has been caught up in the vi­
olence of the present and will be forced willy nilly to declare its parti­
san position. The very fact that the Chorus, on hearing Agamemnon's death- 
cries, conducts an orderly debate like ideal democrats serves as a drama­
tic counterpoint to the violence of the assassination. The juxtaposition 
of the heinous act of regicide, on the one hand, and the orderly deliber­
ation of the Chorus, on the other, should be seen as a representation.
in stage terms, of the opposing methods of tyranny and "democracy."
25From now on the Chorus takes a politically more active role, as 
it expresses the outrage of the Argive people at the murder of the King.
All its former doubts about Agamemnon are suppressed. Instead, assuming 
something of the character of a citizens' court, it accuses Clytemnestra 
of casting aside the curses of the demos and threatens her with exile 
(1409-11).26
In the murder-scene the tyranny-motif is expressed primarily in ver­
bal terms. With the unexpected arrival of Aegisthus in the last scene of 
the play it becomes part of the visual action. In Aegisthus we find por­
trayed the evil nature of the tyrant. Violent, boastful and cowardly —  
the Chorus contemptuously addresses him as a woman (1625) —  he aspires to
be the tyrant overlord of the Argives, although he does not have the cou-
27rage to fight his own battles (1633-5). Whereas the Chorus had been 
forced to temper its denunciation of Clytemnestra by acknowledging the de­
monic influence of Helen (1455 ff.) and the family curse (1468 ff.), in 
the case of Aegisthus it finds no redeeming factors. Rather, the Chorus 
seems to speak with the voice of the Argive people when it warns him that 
he will meet his death by public stoning (1615-6):
οδ φημ’ άλύξει,ν έν δίκτ] το σδν κάρα 
δημορριφεΐς, σάφ’ Εσθι, λευσίμους άράς.
[I say that on the day of justice your head - be well assured - 
shall escape neither the stones nor the curses hurled by the 
people.]
28When Aegisthus enters, he is accompanied by a body of armed guards. 
The guards provide a visual dimension to the impending tyranny. Since 
these guards have an important part to play in the tyranny-motif, we must 
pause to consider their role and, at the same time, try to clear up the 
confusion about the distribution of the speaking parts in lines 1650-3 of 
the Agamemnon, where editors are in disagreement as to which lines are 
spoken by the Chorus and which ones by Aegisthus.
Since the crux of the matter centres around lines 1650-1, I shall 
concentrate on a discussion of these lines:
εία δή, φίλοι λοχΐται, τούργον οΰχ εκάς, τόδε. 
εία δή, ξίφος πρόκωπον πας τις εύτρεπι^έτω.
[Come now, loyal comrades, your work here is close at hand 
Come now, let every one make ready his sword with 
hand on hilt.]
Fraenkel and others assign line 1650, in which the word lokhitês occurs,
29to Aegisthus and line 1651 to the Chorus. But Page and Lloyd-Jones have 
objected to this distribution on the ground that it is impossible that the 
Chorus of Elders, who in the earlier part of the play (75) have described 
themselves as old men, propped up on staves, should wear swords. These 
editors, therefore, assign line 1650 to the Chorus, thus making the word 
lokhitai refer to it as a "company" of Choreutae, and line 1651 to Aegis­
thus.30 Lokhitês, however, is commonly used of an armed guard3·*· and is, 
therefore, much more naturally taken to refer to those accompanying Aegis­
thus than to the Chorus as a group. There seems to me strong circumstan­
tial evidence to support this view.
The word lokhitês appears only twice in the Oresteia, once in the 
passage under discussion and once in the Choephori (768). In both pas­
sages it occurs in contexts that relate directly to Aegisthus. The Choe­
phori passage is most illuminating. When Orestes' nurse is sent by Cly­
temnestra to fetch Aegisthus to hear the false news of Orestes' death, the 
Chorus of Libation Bearers contrives to deprive Aegisthus of his lokhitai 
(766-773):
Chorus: How then equipped does she bid him come?
Nurse: In what way how? Speak again that I may learn more clearly.
Chorus: With guards (λοχίταις) or unattended?
Nurse: She bids him bring his escort of spearsmen.
Chorus: No, do not give this message to our hated master, but bid 
him come in all haste, alone, and in a happy frame of mind 
that he may hear without feeling alarmed, for in the mouth 
of a messenger a crooked word is made straight.
If no reference had been made to Aegisthus' lokhitai, it is generally 
agreed that the audience would not have given any thought to his arriving 
unattended. Such a convention is quite normal in Greek tragedy. By giving,
however, this unusual task to the Chorus (i.e. making the possible success 
or failure of the plot to kill the tyrant dependent, at least in part, 
upon the intervention of the Chorus into the dramatic action) Aeschylus 
obviously wanted to make a special point. That point has much to do with 
the waxing and waning of Aegisthus1 power. Considered in terms of stage 
action, the only two entrances that Aegisthus makes, one in the Agamemnon 
and one in the Choephori, are immediately contrasted. In the Agamemnon 
Aegisthus enters with his lokhitai; his fortunes are in the ascendant.
In the Choephori he is stripped of his lokhitai; his fortunes are in the 
descendant. Lokhitês, then, is a thematic word, used to draw the audi­
ence's attention to the fact that Aegisthus' power is based upon naked 
force.
If line 1650 of the Agamemnon, in which lokhitês occurs, is assigned 
to Aegisthus, we still have to face the problem of "the Chorus wearing 
swords" in line 1651. The simplest explanation of this problem is that 
it does not wear swords, and the phrase πας τις εύτρεπιξέτω does not re­
fer to them. If the Chorus were exhorting one another to draw swords we
32might have expected the hortatory subjunctive. The phrase pas tis and 
the third person singular of the imperative can have a broader and less 
specific frame of reference. We should remember that since the death of 
Agamemnon the Chorus has increasingly adopted the role of spokesman for 
the Argive people (cf. 1409-13; 1615-6; 1633). As the Chorus will say 
soon after this altercation with Aegisthus: "This would not be character­
istic of Argives to grovel before a wicked man" (1665). I am inclined to 
think, therefore, that the line, "let everyone make ready his sword with 
hand on hilt," should be taken as a general appeal, though a vain one, to
the Argive demos to resist the tyranny. Although we need not assume that
33representatives of the Argive people appear on stage, the effect would 
have been to draw the Athenian demos, sitting on the spectators' benches, 
closer to the action by engaging its sympathies for its fellow Argives.
If my argument is correct, the appeal of the Chorus to the people 
of Argos to take up arms against Aegisthus is but a dramatic gesture, de­
signed to represent the last resistance of the Argive people before it 
succumbs to the tyrants. But the Chorus is no match for Aegisthus, his 
lokhitai and Clytemnestra. At the end of the play the Chorus files off in
silence without any of the customary words that Choruses are wont to utter.
34As Hermann once wrote:
facit Clytemnestra finem tragoediae, quoniam chorus, cuius alias 
hoc officium esse solet, susceptis hac in scena actoris partibus 
non recte potuit ad perorandum adhiberi.
[Clytemnestra brings the tragedy to a close, since the Chorus, 
whose function this usually is elsewhere, cannot properly be 
used to make the concluding remarks because it has adopted the 
role of an actor in this scene.]
We will not see or hear of these Elders again for, when the Choephori be­
gins, there will be no place for Elders. Argos has become enslaved to ty­
rants .
The last part of the Agamemnon helps to set the scene for the Choe­
phori . Many of the ambiguities that had characterized the dramatic action 
of the first play have been resolved and the groundwork has been laid for 
the ensuing conflict in which the lines of battle are drawn in black-and- 
white terms.
Much of the dramatic action of the Choephori is presented in military 
terms. In the early scenes the forces of exile and representatives of the 
oppressed population of Argos slowly gather around the tomb of the dead 
king. In the opening lines Orestes invokes the god Hermes as his summa- 
chos (2, "ally") and at the end of the prologue he invokes Zeus in an iden­
tical manner (19). Later in the play he calls upon his dead father to
send Dike as a summachos to aid his phi lois , "friends" (497) and to direct
35him aright in his "conflict with the sword" (584), a phrase later echoed 
by the Chorus (729). Orestes' conflict with Clytemnestra and Aegisthus 
constitutes a machê, "battle," (484; 874; 946; 948). The Chorus prays for 
a man, mighty with the sword, to come, brandishing his bow and wielding 
his sword in close combat, a veritable God of War (160-4). As Orestes ex­
presses the point, "War-god will engage with War-god" (461).
Emphasis is also given to nikê, "victory." Electra prays to Agamem­
non to convey blessings above with the help of the gods, Earth and Dike, 
the bearer of victory (147-8). The Chorus invokes the nether powers to 
send aid to Agamemnon's children so that they may be victorious (476-8).
Orestes asks his father to send Dike as an ally to his friends if after his 
defeat he wishes to be victorious in his turn (499). Clytemnestra calls 
for a man-slaying axe to see whether "we will be victorious or vanquished" 
(890). After his moment of triumphant exultation (973 ff.) Orestes real­
ises that his victory brings with it an unenviable pollution (1017).
If much of the action of the Choephori is depicted in terms of war, 
it is also civil war. From the beginning of the play onwards the audience 
is exposed to the conflict from the point of view of the conspirators.
The two sides to the conflict are described in terms of philoi, "friends," 
(110; 456; 497; 552; 833; 1026), and ekhthroi, "enemies," (460; 790; 952; 
cf. 123), terms which in the context assume political overtones.36 If 
Clytemnestra and Aegisthus are the enemies, Orestes, Electra and the Chorus 
are the partisans of the dead king, whose roles time and again have a po­
litical dimension.
At the beginning of the play Orestes returns from exile (3), having 
been, in his own opinion at least, cast out of Argos and shamefully bar­
tered away, even though he was the son of a free man (913-5; cf. 136). He 
is goaded on not only by his own wrongs, those done to his father and the 
command of Apollo, but also by the fact that his illustrious citizens, who 
were the conquerors of Troy, have been subjected to the rule of two women 
(302-4). He kills the two tyrants (973) and is proclaimed by the Chorus 
the liberator of his polis (1046).
While Orestes was growing up in exile, the Argive demos had been 
forced to suffer the oppressions of tyranny. The steadfast loyalty that 
had characterized the allegiance of the demos to its former king had been 
cast off in the general reign of terror (55-8):
σέβας δ’ δμαχον άδάματον απόλεμον το πριν 
δι’ (ΰτων φρενός τε δαμίας περαΐνον 
νυν άφύσταται. φοβεί­
ται δε τις.
[And the awe that once irresistible, invincible, 
not to be withstood, 
passed through the ear and mind of the people
now stands far away; and fear
. . .37 is rife.]
Here in the parodos the war theme (amakhon . . . apolemon) which has com­
menced in the prologue speech of Orestes is continued by the Chorus and,
in conjunction with the verb aphistatai, which suggests political revolt,
prepares for civil conflict that is to ensue.
The Chorus of the Choephori consists of female slaves. Both aspects
of its characterization have dramatic point. Constantly throughout the
early scenes of the play the Chorus demands blood for blood and induces
39Orestes and Electra in unequivocal terms to exact vengeance. In so doing
the Chorus foreshadows the role of the Erinyes in the Eumenides. The
startled reaction of Orestes on seeing these black-sabled women enter in
the prologue (10-12) finds an echo at the end of the Choephori, when in
his fevered imagination he sees the black-robed and snaky-haired Erinyes
40of his mother (1048-50).
Vengeance, then, is a constant refrain of the Libation Bearers. For 
them dike is conceived in the simple terms of the vendetta. To Electra's 
question whether she should pray for the help of a judge or an avenger 
(120) the Chorus replies, "Say simply one who will commit murder in return 
for murder" (121). Only at the end of the play, when Orestes has killed 
Clytemnestra, does the Chorus seem to reveal some awareness of the large 
issues involved (1065-76). Before that the Chorus is the expounder (ex- 
êgoumenê, 118) of the archaic code of the vendetta.
There is another dimension to the Chorus as well. The very fact 
that it is a slave Chorus that replaces the Elders of the Agamemnon re­
flects the changing political fortunes of Argos. Already we have seen how 
in the parodos the Chorus has given voice to the atmosphere of terror and 
the loss of allegiance that the demos feels to the new rulers (55-8).
Later in the same parodos they sing of how the gods have put the yoke of 
necessity on their city and have driven them as slaves from their father's
houses (75-7). Whether these slave women are foreigners or native Ar-
41gives, their words are also applicable to Argos, which is suffering from 
the constraints of divine necessity, and to Electra, who stands black-robed 
among them as they sing. Although Electra is not a slave, she is very like 
one (135, antidoulos, "like a slave"), and she will tell how she and Ores­
tes have been bartered away (132-3).
Like the Chorus of Elders, when confronted by Aegisthus, the Libation
Bearers are strongly partisan. For them Aegisthus is an object of stugos, 
"loathing" (111; 770; cf. 81; 393). Together with Orestes and Electra 
they form a political stasis that plots by stealth (557) to murder the 
rulers (100-15):
Chorus: As you pour [sc. libations] utter words auspicious for 
those who are loyal.
Electra: Whom of our friends (ton philôn) am I to address as such?
Chorus: First yourself and whoever loathes (stugei) Aegisthus.
Electra: Then I shall pray for this for you and myself?
Chorus: You must learn this for yourself and then give your own 
interpretation.
Electra: Who else then shall I add to this faction (stasei)?
Chorus: Remember Orestes, even if he is abroad.
Stasis will recur significantly again at line 458, when the Chorus invokes 
Agamemnon's help against the enemies (ekhthrous). In response to this 
appeal Orestes will utter the momentous line, "War-God will engage with 
War-God, Right with Right" (461).
Given the political dimension to the Chorus' characterization, we 
can understand more readily Aeschylus' coup de théâtre in making the Chorus 
actively intervene in the downfall of Aegisthus. The unsuccessful attempt 
of the Elders of the Agamemnon to provide armed resistance against Aegis­
thus is counterbalanced by the action of the Libation Bearers who take the 
necessary measures to deprive the tyrant of his military might. Thus, 
like the Elders who spoke out in the name of the Argive people against 
Clytemnestra and Aegisthus, this Chorus of slave women will seem to speak
on behalf of the Argive citizenry in proclaiming Orestes the liberator of
42his people (1046).
At the beginning of the Choephori Orestes had returned from exile.
At the end of the play he is driven into exile once more (1062) , pursued 
by his mother's Erinyes. Although Argos has been liberated from the forces 
of despotism, the sense of release and joy is momentary, for the larger 
issues of dike have still to be resolved and Argos does not have the legal, 
political or religious machinery to settle a matter of such moral com­
plexity. The solution to that problem resides partly at Delphi but mainly
at Athens. The solution offered by Apollo at Delphi is a limited one and
does not really address itself to all the ramifications of dike that are
43involved in Orestes' case. It consists, to a large extent, of submit­
ting Orestes to a number of obligatory rituals in order to purify him 
(Eum. 280-4, cf. 445-57). The real solution resides in Athens, where the 
goddess Athena will, through her divine auspices, institute a court of 
law to try Orestes' case through the use of the ballot (psêphos), and 
where the goddess will successfully allay the anger of the Erinyes.
With the arrival of the Erinyes in Athens in pursuit of Orestes the 
threat of civil strife looms large. Stasis is the hall-mark of the Erin­
yes ' presence. Stasis, having become an insatiable source of woe to the 
house of the Atreidae through the presence of the Erinyes {Ag. 1117-21) , 
spreads like a cancer throughout the body-politic of Argos. Once the 
Erinyes are present the spirit of War (Ares) turns inward on home and 
polis alike. In the first stasimon of the Eumenides the Erinyes tell how 
they have chosen as their office the overthrow of houses, when "War, hav­
ing been nurtured in the home" (’Άρης τιθασός &v), smites down a loved one 
(354-6). Later in the play Athena pleads with the Erinyes not to cast upon 
her land incentives to blood-shed, causing harm to the hearts of the young, 
when they become insensate with no drunken madness, nor to implant, in the 
manner of fighting cocks, the spirit of civil war (’Άρη εμφύλιον) among 
her citizens and thus make them rash in their dealings with one another. 
Rather Athena prays that war may be with foreign foes (858-64, θυραΤος 
£στω πόλεμος). Finally, when the Erinyes have been won over by Athena's 
divine persuasion to forego their wrath, the last blessing that they in­
voke for the Athenians is that Stasis, insatiable of woe, may never thun­
der in the city but that the Athenians may love and hate with one mind 
(976-87).
The Erinyes, then, turn War (Ares) into civil and domestic discord 
(Stasis). We have already seen how in the Choephori much of the dramatic 
action is depicted through images of war. But Ares looms large through­
out the whole of the Oresteia. In the Agamemnon war had begun as a polemos 
thuraios, "a foreign war," but that war had led to domestic and civil con­
flict. The Chorus of Elders tells us how Ares acts as a money-changer, 
who barters in dead bodies (438-40), and how resentment against the Atreidae
spreads in secret amongst the citizens as a result of this war, which is
cursed by the demos (449-57). Lurking in the background of these events
are the Erinyes (463), who appear significantly in all the odes of the
44
Agamemnon, On his return Agamemnon pays the consequences, and his death 
leads to internal discord in the Choephori. In the Eumenides the threat 
of civil war is transferred from Argos to Athens as a result of the ar­
rival of Erinyes in pursuit of Orestes.
The heavy task of allaying that threat resides with Athena. Al­
though the goddess herself does not have the power to decide the question 
of dike in the case of murder that has been provoked by passionate anger 
(471-72) , nevertheless she must devise a means of settling a seemingly 
irreconcilable conflict without detriment to the land over which she pre­
sides. On the one hand, she must protect the rights of Orestes, who ar­
rives at her altar as a suppliant with the promise of an alliance for 
Athens with his own native Argos (289-91); on the other hand, should she 
fail to satisfy the claims of the Erinyes, they will pour their unendur­
able poison, a deadly plague, upon her land (475-9; cf. 780-7). Some in­
dication of what that poison is is intimated in the second stasimon, when 
the Erinyes issue a warning against anarchy and despotism (526-30):
μήτ’ δναρκτον pCov 
μήτε δεσποτούμενον 
αίνέσ^ς- παντί. μέσφ το κράτος θεός 
ώπασεν.
[Neither a life of anarchy 
nor a life under a despot 
should you praise.
To all that lies in the middle has a god given
excellence.]^
In other words, the same spirit of civil discord, which had cha­
racterized the Erinyes' presence at Argos, will be visited upon Athens. 
Thus, if I understand the matter correctly, the trial of Orestes has im­
portant political implications for Athens from the outset.
Athena's first ordinance is to establish a tribunal of her best 
citizens to decide Orestes' case (484-8). This tribunal of judges is,
in fact, a boule, "a council" (570; 684; 704), which is designed to be 
immune from corruption and an ever-wakeful guardian of the land (704-6).
It meets on the hill of Ares, where once Amazons had encamped in their 
conflict with Theseus (685-90). Thus, that place which had once been the 
arena of conflict between male and female is transformed into a council 
chamber for the settling of claims between man and woman. In this way, 
Athena attempts to mitigate the fierce spirit of the War-God and harness 
it to a more peaceful and constructive purpose. But her citizens must do 
their part (690-8). Their fear (phobos) and reverence (sebas) must res­
train them from wrong-doing. If, however, they tamper with the laws by 
contaminating them with evil influences and if they cast all sense of awe 
(to deinon) out of the city, there will be a danger of either anarchy (to 
anarkhon) or despotism (to despotoumenon).
The Areopagus, then, is intended to be the main bulwark of the land 
and the source of its safety which, if held in respect, will serve as am 
institution unparalleled among Peloponnesians or Scythians (700-3). The 
sanctuary of the War-God has been turned into a council of justice, where 
twelve Athenian burghers, true to their oath, will deliver their impartial 
verdict (707-10).
Let us now pause to review some of the main historical events that 
seem to form the background to the action of the Eumenldes. The Spartans, 
having been confronted with a revolt of their helots and some of their 
perioikoi, appealed to Athens for help in 462/1 B.C. Ephialtes spoke out 
against aiding the Spartans, while Cimon urged his fellow Athenians to 
support them. Cimon's view prevailed, and he was sent with 4,000 hoplites 
to help relieve the Spartans.46
With Cimon gone and 4,000 hoplites with him, the balance of power 
at Athens immediately shifted. The radical elements among the demos, we 
are told, overthrew "the established political order" and, under the 
leadership of Ephialtes, stripped the Council on the Areopagus of nearly 
all of its power, thus turning Athens into a pure democracy. Having be­
come suspicious of the revolutionary nature of the Athenians, the Spartans 
suddenly dismissed Cimon and the Athenian hoplites. On his return to 
Athens Cimon tried to reverse the radical reforms that had been passed in 
his absence, but the tide of opinion had turned against him in view of
the slight done to the Athenians by the Spartans. Athens broke off her
alliance with Sparta and formed a new one with Argos. Cimon himself was
ostracized, but an even worse fate befell Ephialtes who had opposed his
47policies, for Ephialtes was mysteriously murdered.
With the death of Ephialtes the leadership of the demos fell to
Pericles. Pericles' policy was to turn Athens' aspirations towards its
48sea power, thereby enhancing the power of the masses. The decisive move
in this direction was to come in 457 B.C., a year after the performance of
49the Oresteia, when the Athenians began building the long walls. It was 
not, however, a policy that was to find favour in every quarter, for, as 
Thucydides informs us, a party at Athens opened secret negotiations with 
the Spartans to get them to invade Athens, in the hope of putting an end 
to the democracy and the long walls that were in the process of construc- 
50tion.
For students of Greek history there are several problems connected 
with these events, but probably the most difficult one centres around the 
Areopagus. What exactly were the powers that it was stripped of in 462/1 
B.C.? This problem is also a tantalizing one for students of Greek litera­
ture, for, when Athena establishes the court of the Areopagus in the Eumen- 
ides, she seems to imply, as Professor Dodds has said,^  that the Areopagus 
is to be something more than a homicide court (690-706).
In her foundation speech Athena counsels her citizens to avoid the 
extremes of anarchy and despotism, a warning which had formerly been 
voiced by the Erinyes (526-7). According to the Athênaiôn Politeia Solon 
had established the procedure known as εισαγγελία, through which the Coun­
cil on the Areopagus was empowered, among other things, to bring to trial
"those who conspired to destroy 'the democracy'" (τους έπι καταλυσει τον;
52δήμου συνισταμενους). There is also evidence that, even before the pro­
bable institution of εισαγγελία, the Areopagus had had jurisdiction over
53cases involving tyranny, for, as Professor MacDowell has pointed out:
Plutarch quotes a law of Solon extending amnesty to men who had 
been outlawed before Solon became Arkhon "except those condemned 
by the Areopagus or by the ephetai or at the Prytaneion for homi­
cide or bloodshed or for tyranny." This is good evidence that
before 594 the Areopagus held trials for tyranny and imposed 
outlawry (atimia) on those found guilty.
If the Areopagus had jurisdiction over trials for tyranny, when did the
54Council lose this power? P.J. Rhodes, in his book The Athenian Boule, 
has argued plausibly that this power remained intact until Ephialtes' re­
forms of 462/1 B.C. If Rhodes is right, then it could well be that it is 
this function of the Areopagus that Aeschylus is alluding to, at least 
in part, in Athena's speech in the Eumenides.
Before discussing this aspect of the Eumenides, I should like to 
return to the Agamemnon, which seems to me to contain some clues about 
what may be taking place in the last play of the trilogy. Professor Dodds 
has noted, with regard to the Agamemnon, that "references to the δήμος are 
more frequent than we expect in a Mycenaean monarchy."55 In the Agamemnon 
a foreign war leads to resentment against the Atreidae (448-50). The 
people's talk becomes fraught with anger, which serves as the payment of
a debt exacted by those of the demos who had cursed the expedition (456-
5657). As Fraenkel says, "this is the first step towards revolt." That 
Agamemnon has to respect the voice of the demos is attested in the "car­
pet scene" when he says (938):
φήμη γε μεντοι δημόθρους μεγα σθένει.
[Yet gossip, voiced by the people, has great power].
Earlier in the same epeisodion Clytemnestra justifies to Agamemnon 
the absence of Orestes on the ground that, with the king in danger at Troy, 
the anarchy of popular clamour might overthrow the council (883-5):
εΐ τε δημόθρους αναρχία 
βουλήν καταρριψείεν, <Κς τι συγγονον 
βροτοισι τον πεσόντα λακτίσαι πλέον.
[and in case the anarchy of popular clamour 
should overthrow the council, since it is 
inborn in men to kick a man more when he 
is down.]
The words, δημόθρους αναρχία βουλήν καταρρίψειεν, are surprising in the 
context, since we have not heard of any council ruling during Agamemnon's 
absence. Some scholars, therefore, have resorted to unlikely expedients 
in an attempt to explain away the natural meaning of the words.^  But 
the words do strike a note in terms of contemporary Athenian politics.
During the absence of Cimon, the demos had taken the opportunity to des­
troy the powers of the boule on the Areopagus. The expedition, we know, 
was unpopular in certain quarters and Cimon was ostracized after his re­
turn. At Argos the danger to the polis will arise not simply from the 
anarchy of popular clamour but more from the forces of tyranny. These two 
extremes, tyranny and anarchy, are precisely the ones that Athena and the 
Erinyes issue a warning against in the Eumenides. At Argos, however, as 
events will show, the weakness of the boule will mean that there is no 
safeguard against the aspiring tyrant.
But is there a boule at Argos and, if so, who consitute it? A not
uncommon view in the past, generally discarded nowadays, was that the
/s 58Chorus of Elders formed a boule. There seems to me some reason for re­
viving this view. We should remember that the Areopagus traditionally 
functioned both as a boule and as a court of law. In the Eumenides the 
twelve members of the Areopagus deliver a verdict in the case of Orestes.
As a result of the persuasion of Athena the Erinyes are induced to accept 
that verdict and are restrained from inflicting civil discord on her citi­
zens. Neither the forces of anarchy nor tyranny prevail. At Argos, how­
ever, when the Chorus of Elders hears the death-cries of the king, it be­
haves very much in the manner of a boule (cf., esp., 1347; 1358; 1359).
It is a unique feature of this Chorus, unparalleled in Greek tragedy, that 
each member of the Chorus in an iambic scene has twelve individual speak­
ing parts in the form of twelve separate distichs. Like the twelve mem­
bers of the Areopagus, it delivers twelve opinions, but these twelve opin­
ions are just talk. The Chorus has no real power and it does not reach 
any concrete verdict. Later, acting somewhat in the manner of a people's 
court, it will try to condemn both Clytemnestra (1410-14; cf. also, 1420- 
21) and Aegisthus (1615-16). But its verdict is ineffective andit finds 
itself swept away in the civil conflict that ensues. In the way in which 
Aeschylus has handled the dramatic issues in the Agamemnon and the Choephori
is there not, perhaps, some foreshadowing and even forewarning of the po­
litical issues he will treat in the Eumenides? Could it be that he is try­
ing to say that an effete council that has been weakened by the anarchy of 
popular clamour can lead to the danger of the opposing extreme of tyranny?
If the line of argument that I have followed in this paper is cor­
rect, Aeschylus presents in the Oresteia a defence of the powers of the 
Areopagus, which is to be conceived not simply as a homicide court, but as 
Athens1 main security against the extremes of the anarchy of the demos, 
on the one hand, and of tyranny, on the other. But how exactly does the 
trilogy relate to the reforms of the Areopagus in 462/1 B.C.? If the 
Areopagus had lost jurisdiction over cases of tyranny in that year, was 
it not a futile gesture to produce a play in 458 B.C., pleading against 
what was already a fait accompli?
A definitive answer to these questions is undoubtedly impossible un­
less further historical evidence comes to light. A number of tentative 
guesses, however, can be made. It is possibly wrong to think that all the 
powers of the Areopagus were removed on a single occasion. The policy of 
stripping the Areopagus of its powers began in 462/1 B.C. under Ephialtes. 
Since he was assassinated soon afterwards, probably as a result of his 
radical measures, there may have been a natural inclination in the popular 
mind to associate all the reforms that took place in respect of the Areo­
pagus with the policy that he had instituted. Quite possibly, however,
some measures in this regard were introduced later by Pericles, whose
59name is associated with Ephialtes1 reforms in some of our sources and 
who became the leader of the demos after Ephialtes1 death. It is interest­
ing to note that in the Athênaion Politeia the part that Pericles is sup­
posed to have played in the reforms of the Areopagus is treated indepen­
dently from that of Ephialtes, and the two names are not linked. At the 
same time, the sentence in which Pericles' role in the reforms is refer­
red to also mentions the role that he played in turning Athens' aspira­
tions towards her sea-power, which, as the following sentence emphasizes, 
gave the masses greater control of the s t a t e . T h e  building of the long
walls, begun in 457 B.C., was a natural outcome of this policy and led to
61a plot by "a few desperate oligarchs," as Gomme calls them, to put an 
end to the democracy. At the time of the Oresteia, then, the danger of
tyranny was a threat and had quite possibly been there since Ephialtes'
62reforms and Cimon s banishment. Furthermore, we also know that not all 
tampering with the Areopagus had finished in 458 B.C., when the Oresteia 
was produced. As the Athènaion Politeia also informs us, the zeugitai 
were admitted to the office of archon in 457 B.C., and, therefore, to 
membership of the Areopagus.63 Those lines in the Eumenides, which have 
excited so much controversy, would certainly support the view that the 
Areopagus had not yet lost all its political power but was in imminent 
danger of a new attack (693-7) :
αυτών πολιτών μή ’πικαινουντων νόμους· 
κακαΐς έπιρροαισι βορβόρω θ’ Βδωρ 
λαμπρον μιαίνων οδποθ’ εΰρήσεις ποτόν. 
τό μήτ’ δναρχον μήτε δεσποτούμενον 
άστοΐς περιστέλλουσι βουλεύω σέβει,ν.
[provided that the citizens themselves do not make innovations 
upon the laws. If you pollute clear water with foul influxes 
and mud, you will never find it drinkable. I counsel my citi­
zens to maintain and reverence neither anarchy nor despotism.]
In sum, I suggest that at the time of the production of the Oresteia, 
when anarchy and tyranny were a very real threat to Athens, the Areopagus 
still had jurisdiction over cases of tyranny. Having shown in the Agamem­
non and the Choephori the consequences of an ineffective boule, Aeschylus, 
through the mouth of Athena, the guardian deity of Athens, pleads passion­
ately on behalf of the boule on the Areopagus, since it is the only insti­
tution with sufficent authority to prevent the dangers which, as Aeschylus
64sees it, are confronting Athens.
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